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By Jacques B. Doukhan

S

ukkot, the Feast of Tabernacles, is the
]ukkot,
last feast of the calendar year. W h e n we
look at the text
Took
text in Leviticus we notice
that there are two key themes, indicated
by imperative verbs, which are given to us. The
first one is found in Leviticus 23:42: "You shall
dwell in the booths." And the second one appears
in Leviticus 23:40: "You shall rejoice before the
Lord." Today most people don't dwell in booths.
But during Sukkot, even if you live in a castle, it
is imperative that you leave the comfort of your
house and dwell in a booth for a moment: A booth
which has no roof, which is uncomfortable, and
which will make you feel as if you are camping.

who has started singing. Camping is not really a
nice and comfortable experience. W h e n the text
says "Go and camp," even if you camp with God, it's
not going to be comfortable. This is precisely the
purpose of such an experience. We are supposed
to break all of our habits and to be brought to an
unfamiliar place. This is an experience in which
you lose control, you don't know where you are,
you change your habits, and everything goes on in
a temporary manner. W h e n you are camping, you
are experiencing what the book of Ecclesiastes
calls hebel, vanity. It's very uncomfortable, and
this is precisely the exercise that God wants it to
be. This is the lesson that H e wants us to learn:
that in this life we have not arrived. In this life,
I hate camping, for all kinds of Sukkot is against t h e
we are just camping. We are within
reasons. W h e n you are camping
the hebel,
you are supposed to change all your
mentality of solid walls.
habits. Normally, I wake up at eight o'clock, but
I refer to the book of Ecclesiastes because it is the
when I go camping I have to get up at five o'clock
book which we are supposed to read during Sukkot
because there is someone in the next campground
Right there under the sukkah we are supposed to
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take the Bible and read what Ecclesiastes tells us:
more unhappy he became. One day, as he was
"You are camping with God. Everything is going
walking, ruminating with sadness, he met a man
to pass, everything is just vanity. You are here
who seemed to be happy. H e looked at the man,
for just a moment, and death is a reality; vanity,
but he didn't seem to have anything special, so
vanity, everything is vanity." We are supposed to
the prince asked, "What do you have that makes
remember this at Sukkot when we are no longer
you so happy?" "All I have is this shirt," the man
sleeping in a palace but instead the sky is our roof.
replied. The prince thought that the man was
We must remember that everything is passing
happy because of the shirt, so he gave him many
and one day we will return to dust. That's the
things in exchange for the shirt. H e put the shirt
first lesson we learn when we go into the booths.
on, and nothing changed. H e was still unhappy
We are nomads passing through, never
and then he realized that it's not about
arriving, and one day we won't be here. In this life we are
what we have. The moment that we
Sukkot is against the mentality of solid just camping.
focus on ourselves, the more we take
walls.When you have built a house, you
ourselves seriously, the less happy we are.
feel secure. In the sukkah you don't feel secure.
Everyone can see in, even the animals. It's cold,
The second reason that we are supposed to be
it's uncomfortable, and that's the spirit of Sukkot.
joyful at Sukkot is that the text reminds us what
That's the spirit we need to learn from this
God has given to the people in the wilderness. In
particular feast.
the wilderness there is no water, and therefore,
no possible way of surviving. Surviving in the
wilderness was accomplished by miracles. The
There is another theme which is probably more
miracle at this particular time was the giving of
important, and this is the theme of joy. Every
water.
If it weren't for this gift of water, the people
feast of the calendar is a time which contains
of
Israel
would not have survived. O u r life is also
special spiritual images. Passover is the time of
a wilderness, and if it weren't for the gifts of God,
freedom. Pentecost is the time to celebrate the
we would not survive. We would be dying because
giving of the Law, the time when we are grateful
we do not have water. This water is the sign of
to the Lord because H e has given ethics and
God getting close to us and giving us what we
direction to our life. The essence of Sukkot is
need when we don't realize we need it. The water
joy. "You shall rejoice" is a phrase which you find
is the sign of God providing what we need when
only in connection with Sukkot. But why are we
there is no indication that this need will be filled.
supposed to be joyful at this particular time? We
W h e n we realize that it is time to die, suddenly
know that it is not always a happy experience to
the miracle happens, and we find the water and
camp and live in a booth, feeling insecure and
survive. We are alive!
unsettled. And yet, paradoxically, it is only when
we lose the sense of what we have that we become
happier. The more we have, the less happy we
The very fact that you are alive is a sign, a
are because the more we have, the
demonstration, of God's nearness
more we want to have. The more The very fact that you
to you. Next time you breathe,
we build walls around ourselves,
remember it's a miracle. It's a gift
are alive is a sign, a
and the more we settle, the more we
of God that you may not have
take ourselves seriously. Those who demonstration of God's tomorrow. So breathe deeply and
don't have, don't take themselves
enjoy that breath. W h e n we take
seriously because they don't have the nearness to you.
it for granted, we forget that we
means to do so. O n the other hand, the more we
are just hebel. The text of Sukkot reminds us that
have, the more we think ourselves important, and
death is at the door. Everything is hebel, everything
the more we fail to support any kind of humor
is vanity, and yet we are alive. That is not normal.
concerning our unsettledness. There is a story of
W h a t is "normal?" Death! Life is not "normal." It
a prince who had everything—a palace, all kinds
is a miracle. Too often we miss enjoying life. It
of toys and treasures—but he was never happy.
is interesting that in the story of Sukkot, there is
The more he bought, and the more he built, the
a commandment. God is not saying, "On Sukkot,
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you are allowed to rejoice. I authorize you to
rejoice." He's not making a suggestion. This is a
commandment which has the same imperative as
the Ten Commandments: "Be joyful! Enjoy this
life and build a masterpiece with your life!"

And yet, as we are enjoying the gift of God, there
is still something in the back of our mind. There
is a pinch in our heart, there is an open wound
that never heals, there is pain in each of our lives.
There is a shadow which accompanies the feeling
of the sun, there is the sense of hebel, vanity, in
the heart of happiness. The message of the book
of Revelation refers to the feast of Sukkot to tell
us that one day God, the God of Sukkot, the God
of tabernacles, will tabernacle among us. "And I
heard a loud voice from heaven saying, "Behold,
the tabernacle of God is with men, and H e will
dwell with them, and they shall be His people.
God Himself will be with them and be their
God." Rev 21:3. 1

We see the experience of the Israelites in the
wilderness. I don't know if you have been in the
wilderness, but I spent a year and a half in the
Saharan wilderness as part of my military service.
One day I left the camp and took a walk. I wanted
to look for arrows and other interesting artifacts
in the sand. I was enjoying myself, finding all
kinds of new things, but after a while I realized I
was lost. It was not a good feeling to be lost in the
Sahara, where there were no landmarks to help
with directions. It was dry, and I had
This text in Revelation gives us
no water with me. After a while I was The very fact that you
that promise, and here we find the
swallowing the dust in my mouth. I
language of Sukkot, In Greek it says
cannot describe the anguish I felt, are alive is a sign, a
that God will "tabernacle," which
thinking I was going to die. After demonstration of God's refers to the sukkah, the tent. H e
two hours, I finally found my way
will become the Sukkah!
since I was on foot, and I hadn't nearness to you.
gone too far. The Israelites who were wandering
We recognize a little tear in the corner of our eye
for forty years lost their way very often. But the
as we are laughing and happy—a tear which no
Shekinah, the cloud, the incarnation of God, was
one can wipe away, which no one can avoid. We
there. At Sukkot, God reminds us that when we
are happy, and we want to enjoy life, and yet there
are with Him, and when we are attentive to the
is a wound that has never healed. God promises
Shekinah, then we will know where to go. We have
that this tear, someday, will be wiped away by
direction, and our lives become meaningful and
His own hand. This is the first time in the Bible,
enjoyable. Many religious people have forgotten
since the creation of humanity, that we have an
to enjoy life, because they think
actual physical touch on the part of
that the sadder they are, the closer Many religious people God. We will be touched by God
they are to God. But God tells
when H e will wipe away our tears.
them, "If you are not happy, if you have forgotten to enjoy Then there will be no reason to cry
do not rejoice in the gift of life, you life, because they think anymore, and then there will be
are not with me." A life that makes
only joy. By anticipation, by faith,
sense, a life which is full of beauty, that the sadder they by hope, the text is telling us, "Be
a life which is full of meaning, a life are, the closer they are joyful, because I will tabernacle with
which is full of things which are
you." We are camping with God, an
enjoyable—this is the gift of God. t o God.
experience which is painfully full of
In the wake of this thought, there is an important
ups and downs, full of doubts and darkness, but
and surprising truth. Immediately after the Day
with some bright spots along the way, because H e
of Atonement, which is the day of fasting, is the
is the Sukkah. O n e day we will tabernacle within
day of feasting. W h a t we learn here is that feasting
H i m and then there won't be wars anymore. Let's
is more important than fasting. Enjoying the gift
rejoice in Sukkot]
of God is more important than refusing it. This is
one of the messages which is underlined now in
the context of Sukkot,
l.NKJV
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